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Abstract 
The United States is home to 2.5 million immigrant/refugee communities from the Southeast 
Asian countries of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos who have experienced higher rates of poverty 
and limited education relative to the overall US population. Studies have shown that young 
Southeast Asian-Americans experience challenges with post-secondary matriculation, retention, 
and academic satisfaction as a result of being first-generation and/or low-income students whose 
parents struggle with limited English language proficiency and assimilation due to their trauma 
of displacement and forced migration. This contrasts the model minority myth, or the notion that 
all Asian-Americans are academically high-achieving and self-sufficient. The students in this 
study reported receiving academic and social support, as well as cultural validation, primarily 
through their friends and student-led organizations. Their motivation for college enrollment and 
persistence is largely self-driven. Overall, it is important for universities to recognize the 
experiences of their Southeast Asian-American study body in order to effectively advocate for 
their needs. 
Keywords: Southeast Asian-American, first-generation, low-income, academic 
achievement, academic support  
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The Southeast Asian-American Student Project:  
Exploring Academic Achievement on a Predominantly White College Campus 
The United States has accepted over 2.5 million immigrants and refugees from the 
Southeast Asian countries of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos since the 1970s (Southeast Asian 
Resource Action Center [SEARAC], 2011). Having experienced displacement and forced 
migration due to the Vietnam War, Cambodian Genocide, and secret bombings in Laos, they 
sought refuge in the United States in pursuit of a safer, healthier, and an overall better life for 
themselves and for their families (Uy, 2015). Contrary to these expectations, thousands of these 
Southeast Asians have experienced poverty, unemployment, and/or limited access to high-quality 
education since their arrival to the United States. Southeast Asian-Americans (SEAAs) have 
collectively and continuously struggled to meet the academic standards of White Americans in 
addition to other Asian-American subgroups. Relative to the general United States population 
aged 25 and over, SEAAs have remarkably low rates of high school diploma and Bachelor 
degree attainment (SEARAC, 2011). While the overall Asian-American population, primarily 
East and South Asian Americans, aged 25 and over surpasses the United States population in 
high school diploma and Bachelor’s degree attainment rates, SEAAs fall far below their 
Asian-American counterparts (SEARAC, 2011). 
Despite these rates of low academic achievement, SEAAs are an underrepresented and 
often overlooked group in the United States education system. One of the primary factors of this 
underrepresentation is their racial categorization. As Asian-Americans, they are generalized as 
academically high-achieving students who do not require academic support the way that other 
racial/ethnic minority students do (Ngo & Lee, 2007). Contrary to this generalization, which is 
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historically rooted in racism and xenophobia, many SEAA newcomers arrive in the United States 
either uneducated or poorly educated due to limited or interrupted schooling experiences in their 
native countries (Uy, 2015). Other educational challenges and needs that SEAAs often 
experience are a lack of bilingual education, financial barriers, limited English language 
proficiency, and a lack of support catered to their racial and ethnic demographic (Nguyen, 
Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014). These educational experiences, or lack thereof, intersect with low 
rates of poverty and unemployment, thus perpetuating a cycle of generational poverty. Given 
these barriers, individuals who migrated to the United States, first-generation migrants, rarely 
pursue higher education; however, their children, second-generation migrants, have a higher 
likelihood to go to college (Truong & Miller, 2017). Having been born in the United States, 
second-generation migrants have an increased immersion and knowledge of the education 
system and a stronger motivation to earn a degree than their parents (Truong & Miller, 2017). 
However, matriculation is only part of the battle.  
The other challenges SEAAs in higher education experience are retention, academic and 
social support, cultural validation, and career readiness (Truong & Miller, 2017). Many of these 
students are first-generation students, meaning they are less likely to lean on their parents for 
support in college than students with formally educated parents (Truong & Miller, 2017). This 
calls into question how universities can effectively advocate for the unique needs of their SEAA 
student body; a question that can be interrogated by examining the context of the SEAA student 
experience, especially in relation to the disparities experienced between the SEAA community 
and other Asian-American subgroups. 
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The purpose of this research is to capture the experiences of Southeast Asian-American 
undergraduate students at a predominantly White college (PWI), to justify the necessity of 
disaggregating Asian-American data based on ethnic group, and to further dispel the harmful 
generalization that all Asian-Americans are academically high-achieving and self-sufficient. This 
research will illuminate four students’ academic experiences as SEAAs, their support systems 
both on and off campus, and their family’s role and impact on their academic and career 
decisions. These experiences should differ to varying degrees from the experiences of other 
Asian-American subgroups, given the differing rates of Bachelor’s degree attainment between 
SEAAs and Asian-Americans overall. The SEAA population encompasses a diversity of ethnic 
groups ancestrally from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos who have a shared immigration history. 
Though the Vietnamese, Khmer (majority ethnic group in Cambodia), and Lao people make up 
the majority of the SEAA population, there are also minority ethnic groups like the Hmong, 
Montagnard, Khmu, and Cham people who make up a smaller, but still significant, percentage of 
the population (SEARAC, 2011). For the purpose of this research study, SEAA refers to the 
Vietnamese, Cambodian, Lao, and Hmong individuals who migrated to the United States, and 
their children.  
Literature Review 
The SEAA community experiences disparity unlike that found in other Asian-American 
groups like Chinese, Korean, Japanese, or Asian Indian Americans. SEAAs are poorer and less 
educated in comparison, yet have historically been statistically and socioculturally lumped in 
with the overall Asian-American population and, thus, generalized as high-achieving (SEARAC, 
2011). According to the 2013 iCount report, which depicts the stark postsecondary educational 
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attainment gap within the 48 Asian-American Pacific Islander ethnic subgroups, 74.1 percent of 
Taiwanese, 71.1 percent of Indians, and 52.7 percent of Koreans have a Bachelor’s degree or 
higher. These are all East Asian (Taiwanese and Korean) or South Asian (Indian) subgroups. In 
contrast, 12.4 percent of Lao, 14.1 percent of Cambodians, and 14.7 percent of Hmong have a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher. (Nguyen, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2013). Despite this achievement gap, 
SEAA ethnic subgroups continue to be perceived as one and the same as East and South Asian 
subgroups, thus creating a monolithic image of the Asian-American population in data 
collection, as well as in a sociocultural context. Since the 1960s, Asian-Americans have been 
socioculturally perceived and stereotyped as high-achieving academics. Having been depicted in 
mass media and entertainment, this static image has been ingrained in American society and 
culture for generations. Its roots can be traced back to the 1960s in a concept historically known 
as the model minority myth (Suzuki, 1994).  
The Model Minority Myth 
Model minorities, unlike other racial minorities, are assimilated to American culture, 
White adjacent, and overall non-threatening to White America (Wu, 2013). However, in the late 
nineteenth to early twentieth century, White Americans widely believed that Asian immigrants 
were unassimilable aliens (Wu, 2013). Though this image was molded with Chinese and 
Japanese immigrants in mind, as these groups made up the Asian diasporic community in the 
United States at the time, it has catalyzed long-term negative impacts in the Asian-American 
community that are still felt today. This image is known as “yellow peril, an alien 
menace…[with an] unabridged cultural distance from white, Anglo-Saxan Protestants” and still 
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exists today in the way Asian-American migrants are treated and perceived in the media (Wu, 
2013, p. 12). 
From the 1880s to the 1930s, Asian immigrants were barred from naturalization and 
experienced employment and housing discrimination (Wu, 2013). Beginning in the 1940s, the 
federal government lifted these restrictions, including their immigration policies that excluded 
Asians from relocating to the United States (Wu, 2013). Though it did not happen overnight, 
Asian immigrants were granted access to upward mobility. The idea that Asian-Americans, a 
term that would not be coined until the late 1960s, were model minorities arose in the mid-1960s 
and was widely spread by the media, which was primarily controlled by White Americans (Wu, 
2013). The earliest use of the term model minority can be traced back to 1966, when a 
sociologist published a piece praising Japanese Americans for their capacity to assimilate and to 
succeed despite marginalization. Following that release, several other news outlets published 
similar success stories (Wu, 2013). Given the divisiveness of race relations at that time, this 
image was likely created by the media to silence the protests of racial minority groups, namely 
those involved in the civil rights movement (Suzuki, 1994). Since the “twilight of the civil rights 
era...the model minority has remained a fixture of the nation's racial landscape, ever present yet 
constantly evolving to speak to a host of new imperatives in the late twentieth century and early 
twenty-first” (Wu, 2013, p. 242). The notion that Asian-Americans are model minorities has 
negative consequences for SEAA students and their academic experiences. 
SEAA Academic Experiences 
Studies have indicated that successful adaptation to college shows up differently for 
racial and ethnic minority students than it does for White students. Individual characteristics and 
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social and environmental factors play a significant role in the adaptation of minority students 
(Sue & Okazaki, 1990). These students must go beyond achieving high grades in order to feel 
well-acclimated to the college environment. Research shows that there are three main factors, 
that often intersect, that contribute to the successful adaptation and persistence of minority 
students, primarily for the African American and Latinx population: Students should feel 
comfortable in their environment, establish social support networks, and sustain a sense of 
self-beliefs. Students with strong social support, for example, tend to have a more positive 
perception of their environment. (Gloria & Ho, 2003).  
One quantitative study examined the strength of these factors in the college experiences 
of 160 Asian-American students from two large, southwestern universities, 71 percent of whom 
identified as East Asian (Chinese, Japanese, and Korean) and 11 percent identified as 
Vietnamese, through a survey (Gloria & Ho, 2003). When asked how the students financed their 
education, a majority of East Asian students reported receiving support from their parents in 
contrast to the 38.9 percent of Vietnamese students. While less than half of East Asian students 
rely on student loans or financial aid/scholarships, 55.6 percent of Vietnamese students rely on 
loans or aid (Gloria & Ho, 2003). Though there was little variation in the students’ reporting of 
their value of higher education, commitment to earning a degree, and maternal/paternal 
encouragement, Vietnamese students reported a slightly higher value of higher education and 
commitment to earning a degree (Gloria & Ho, 2003). Regarding reported feelings of comfort, 
social support, and self-efficacy, these varied widely among ethnic groups. Vietnamese students 
reported a positive perception of the college environment and high self-esteem, but also reported 
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a low perception of social support from friends, while Japanese students reported a high 
perception of familial support, and Korean students reported the opposite (Gloria & Ho, 2003).  
Students in this study also reported that friend and/or peer support had a stronger positive 
influence than family support (Gloria & Ho, 2003). This aligns with the findings of an empirical 
study that assessed the ethnic differences in adolescent achievement using data collected from a 
sample of 15,000 students at nine different high schools based in the West or Midwestern United 
States. One-third of the sample was non-White, with almost equal proportions of 
African-American, Hispanic/Latinx, and Asian-American students (Steinberg, Dornbusch, & 
Brown, 1992). The researchers reported that Asian-Americans benefit academically from a 
strong social support network and especially from the congruence of parent and peer support 
(Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992). Asian-Americans also reported the highest level of 
academic peer support than any other racial demographic (Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 
1992). Gloria and Ho (2003) found that social support is associated with increased self-beliefs. 
Asian-American students with strong social support may feel higher self-confidence 
academically, but may still lack self-efficacy (Gloria & Ho, 2003). Nonetheless, self-confidence 
and comfort in the college environment both contribute to higher academic persistence (Gloria & 
Ho, 2003).  
Social and Academic Support 
In a qualitative study that assessed a sample of 34 SEAA students’ relationships between 
their cultural community connections and college success, data showed that there are three 
connections that shaped the college experiences of their students: physical (connecting with 
people from similar cultural backgrounds on campus), epistemological (learning about their own 
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cultural communities), and transformational (participating in projects that positively impacted 
their cultural communities) (Museus, Shiroma & Dizon, 2016). This sample of 24 women and 10 
men included 12 Cambodian, five Hmong, three Lao, 15 Vietnamese, and 11 students who 
self-identified as multiracial or multiethnic and were from five four-year public institutions on 
the West Coast, East Coast, or Midwest (Museus, Shiroma & Dizon, 2016). These students 
reported that physical connections were formed primarily through academic departments or 
programs and cultural student organizations and that epistemological connections were built and 
sustained through similar means, but especially through culturally relevant courses and 
university-sponsored events (Museus, Shiroma & Dizon, 2016). Finally, transformational 
connections took form through community engagement, service-learning in their cultural 
communities, and research on their communities; these were opportunities provided through the 
university or student organizations (Museus, Shiroma & Dizon, 2016). The findings of this study 
indicate that having cultural community connections positively influences the experiences of 
SEAA college students. In many cases, these connections were key factors to their success, or 
persistence to achieve their degree (Museus, Shiroma & Dizon, 2016). 
A similar qualitative study assessed the importance of cultural validation for SEAA 
college students using a national sample of 34 college students; 26 women and 8 men. The 
sample included nine Cambodian, five Hmong, three Lao, 13 Vietnamese, and four multiethnic 
Southeast Asian American students (two Cambodian/Chinese, one Cambodian/Vietnamese/Thai, 
and one Vietnamese/Thai) (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). Students completed a brief questionnaire 
and an individual interview (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). Researchers attributed the importance 
of cultural validation to four main themes: cultural knowledge, cultural familiarity, cultural 
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expression, and cultural advocacy (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). Many students reported that 
acquiring knowledge of their cultural backgrounds through classes or student-led organizations 
helped shape their personal development. For example, they began thinking more critically about 
race issues and social justice as a whole (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). Students also reported that 
having connections with peers and faculty with the same or similar cultural background was also 
formative in their development and college success, as well as having the space and opportunity 
to express their cultural identity on campus (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). Students made these 
connections through cultural student organizations that already existed or that they formed 
themselves. Many of the students worried that, while there was a sizable population of 
Asian-Americans on their campus, there were not that many SEAAs with whom they could 
relate to (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). The fourth and final theme, cultural advocacy, manifested 
in the students’ lives through their continued connections with their ethnic communities 
off-campus. Many of the students often returned to their home communities to participate in 
religious activities and community or family gatherings. Some engaged with their community 
through service. Maintaining these connections was often critical to their college success 
(Maramba & Palmer, 2014). The students in this study all noted that there was a small population 
of SEAA students on their campuses, hence the strong need for cultural validation. Many of 
them voiced the importance of feeling a sense of belonging and support on campus. Those that 
shared this need were the same ones who took ethnic studies courses or were involved in cultural 
student organizations (Maramba & Palmer, 2014).  
Maramba and Palmer (2015) conducted another qualitative study to assess the impact of 
social capital on a sample of 34 SEAA college students’ access, adjustment, and success in their 
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undergraduate experience. Using the same method and sample as previously discussed regarding 
their 2014 study, the researchers were able to synthesize that the students utilize caring agents, 
and supportive organizations and student services to develop social capital (Maramba & Palmer, 
2015). Caring agents are family, counselors/teachers, and peers. These sources of social capital 
provided the students with post-secondary information, advice, support, and encouragement, 
which in turn positively influenced the students’ college access, transition, and success 
(Maramba & Palmer, 2015). The majority of the students did not rely on their parents for 
support, but rather turned to their siblings, cousins, or other family members who attended 
college (Maramba & Palmer, 2015). Other sources of support were high school teachers, 
counselors, professors, friends, and peer mentors. As for supportive organizations and student 
services, students found support through non-profit organizations and programs like Upward 
Bound (college access support for underrepresented high school students) and Summer Bridge 
(college readiness support for incoming college students) (Maramba & Palmer, 2015). All of the 
listed sources gave students greater confidence in their success in college, as well as resources 
and opportunities to help them achieve success. These sources allowed students to write 
successful college applications, earn scholarships, gain leadership skills and effective study 
habits, and more (Maramba & Palmer, 2015). 
Role of Family 
Many SEAA college students lean on school-affiliated entities for support, but few utilize 
their family as a support system in college (Lee, Choe, Kim, & Ngo, 2000). This parental 
relationship, or lack thereof, primarily stems from intergenerational family conflict, which arises 
from how slowly migrant parents adapt to American culture relative to their children (Lee, Choe, 
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Kim, & Ngo, 2000). It has been found that migrant adults tend to adapt to American culture 
much slower than younger migrants or the American-born children of migrant adults. Children 
who grow up immersed in American culture may grow up to find that their values and beliefs 
clash with the expectations and traditions of their parents’ native culture (Lee, Choe, Kim, & 
Ngo, 2000). Having to immigrate involuntarily, as many Southeast Asian migrants have had to 
do, may cause SEAA parents to further resist assimilation, thus increasing the likelihood of 
intergenerational family conflict (Truong & Miller, 2017). This intergenerational family conflict 
has been found to have negative effects on the impacted child’s grade point average, according to 
one study that assessed this relationship among first-year Hmong, Vietnamese, and Chinese 
American college students (Bahrassa, Syed, Su, & Lee, 2011).  
Truong and Miller (2017) conducted a quantitative study to find family and social 
cognitive predictors of SEAA college students’ academic satisfaction using a national sample of 
111 self-identified SEAA (12% Cambodian, 10% Hmong, 20% Lao, 56% Vietnamese, and 2% 
multiethnic) students from four-year institutions. About 60% of the participants identified as 
female, 37% as male, and 3% as other (Truong & Miller, 2017). The study indicated that 
intergenerational family conflict impacts not only academic achievement, but also the child’s 
perception of parental support (Truong & Miller, 2017). Students with high family conflict are 
less likely to perceive their parents as academically supportive (Truong & Miller, 2017). 
Furthermore, family academic support is not directly related to academic satisfaction (Truong & 
Miller, 2017). The researcher theorized that SEAA parents may uniquely struggle with 
assimilation and mental health given their shared history of war and displacement and, thus, may 
not be equipped to provide their children with academic support (Truong & Miller, 2017).  
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Additionally, the study found that the students’ positive academic satisfaction is directly 
related to their positive outcome expectations of earning a Bachelor's degree (Truong & Miller, 
2017). Their satisfaction stems from their expectation that college will grant them access to a 
good job or a career that their families perceive as valuable. Being first-generation students is 
also significant in this relationship. Being the first in their family to attend college enables them 
to have a greater appreciation for their education and a stronger motivation to earn a college 
degree (Truong & Miller, 2017). 
The traditional role of the parent is often reversed in a SEAA household. While parents 
typically have the power and sense of agency to act on their children’s behalf, in some SEAA 
households, that power rests on the children’s shoulders (Uy, 2015). Due to their limited English 
language proficiency, SEAA parents often depend on their children to translate important matters 
such as bills, taxes, and doctor’s appointments. In many SEAA households, therefore, parents are 
powerless (Uy, 2015).  
For example, in a quantitative study that compared academic engagement between 
SEAAs, Black/African-American, Mexican American/Mexican, and White high school youth, 
SEAA engaged with their children at a lower rate than the other demographics (Oseguera, 
Conchas, & Mosqueda, 2010). This data was captured from the National Educational 
Longitudinal Study (NELS) 1988-1990 panel which surveyed 24,599 eighth graders nationally in 
1988, and re-surveyed them in 1990 (Oseguera, Conchas, & Mosqueda, 2010). The final sample 
for this study included 167 SEAA students, 1,233 Mexican students, 1,532 
Black/African-American students, and 11,568 White students attending public, religious, and 
private high schools throughout the country (Oseguera, Conchas, & Mosqueda, 2010). This study 
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found that less than half of SEAA parents reported having regular discussions about academic 
expectations with their children, whereas two-thirds of Mexican parents and three-fourths of 
Black and White parents reported having regular discussions. Furthermore, SEAAs are the least 
likely to talk with their children about post-secondary plans; least likely to participate in school 
events and engagements; and are least likely to participate in Parent Teacher Associations 
(PTAs) (Oseguera, Conchas, & Mosqueda, 2010). Despite these findings, SEAA parents had 
higher academic expectations for their children than other parents in this study (Oseguera, 
Conchas, & Mosqueda, 2010). 
Finally, in a qualitative study examining the parental influence SEAA educational 
trajectories, a national sample of 34 SEAA college students were interviewed regarding their 
perceptions of their parental influences on their education (Museus, 2013). This sample included 
nine Cambodian, five Hmong, three Lao, 13 Vietnamese, and four multiethnic (two 
Cambodian/Chinese, one Cambodian/Vietnamese/Thai, one Vietnamese/Thai) students from five 
four-year public institutions from the West Coast, East Coast, and Midwest, 26 of whom were 
women and 8 men (Museus, 2013). The researchers synthesized their findings into five major 
themes that can be used to describe parental influence: parental expectations, parental values, 
parental sacrifice and responsibility, internalization (of parental pressures) and intrinsic 
motivation to succeed, and complications in parental influences (i.e. excessive parental 
pressures, ethnic and gender differences in parental expectations, and pressured major choices) 
(Museus, 2013). The students spoke to how their parents expected them to go to college, even if 
their parents lacked the capacity to support them towards that goal. Their parents valued 
education, calling it the “key to getting anywhere in life” (Museus, p. 724, 2013). This value 
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stems from their own limited access to education. SEAA students who perceived the sacrifices 
their parents made for them to pursue higher education felt a responsibility to take advantage of 
the opportunities that were not afforded to their parents (Museus, 2013). Doing so was their way 
of paying back or thanking their parents. Many of the students in this study had a tendency to 
internalize their parents’ expectations and values, thus giving them an intrinsic motivation to 
strive for academic achievement (Museus, 2013). Two students spoke to their parents’ excessive 
pressures, which did more harm than good (Museus, 2013). One was pressured to choose a 
particular major, while the other student was pressured to attend college altogether (Museus, 
2013). 
Summary 
The model minority myth continuously harms the Asian-American population overall, 
but especially the SEAA community by erasing their struggles with trauma, poverty, 
unemployment, and limited education. SEAAs have lower Bachelor degree attainment rates than 
Asian-Americans overall and the United States overall. The SEAAs who do matriculate typically 
benefit from academic and social support, as well as cultural validation through student and 
university-led organizations and support services. SEAAs students who utilize these resources 
and form connections with peers and faculty with a similar background as their own reported 
having strong academic satisfaction and persistence to graduate. Many SEAA students reported 
having a lack of parental academic support due to cultural and language barriers. However, some 
SEAA students expressed feeling pressured by their parents to academically succeed. Overall, 
prior research emphasizes the importance for universities to dedicate funding and resources to 
support their SEAA student body and ensure their success. 
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Methodology 
The purpose of this research is to explore the Southeast Asian-American (SEAA) college 
experience at a predominately White institution and to assess their academic needs. The 
researcher used a qualitative research design by conducting one focus group interview with four 
self-identifying SEAA students. The participants were selected with demographic diversity in 
mind (ethnicity, year in college, and academic major). This study was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board at the university (#19-3067). The section discusses the research 
design, study participants, interview procedures, and data analysis procedures. The researcher 
positionality is also shared. 
Researcher Positionality 
Among the influx of Southeast Asian migrants in the late twentieth century were my 
parents. They arrived in North Carolina with limited English language proficiency, education, 
and finances. Like many others in the resettlement process, they relied on government assistance 
and human services organizations for support. My father immediately joined the workforce, 
while my mother, who was 16-years-old, enrolled in her junior year of high school. She earned 
her diploma and became the first person in our family to graduate high school in 1994. Given 
their limited knowledge of the education system and the birth of my sister in 1992, neither of my 
parents pursued higher education. They have worked blue-collar jobs since their arrival to the 
United States and have never ventured out of their industries. My sisters and I were all born to a 
working class, but financially stable, multigenerational household in Greensboro, North 
Carolina. The four of us grew up comfortably, unknowingly reaping the benefits of our parents’ 
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sacrifices. My awareness of these sacrifices developed at an early age, as did the pressure to 
make them worthwhile.  
Because of their limited education, my parents have maintained a hands-off parenting 
approach throughout my schooling experience. They are not only unqualified to proofread my 
essays or help me with math homework, but they have also been preoccupied working nights and 
weekends to provide for the family. Our conversations about education have been limited to the 
same superficial question of, “How was school?” My parents often recalled their immigration 
story to me; how challenging it was to leave their families behind to start from scratch in a 
foreign country and how lucky my sisters and I are to have been born in the United States. Thus, 
I began striving for academic achievement at a young age, as I believed it was the ticket to 
making their sacrifices worthwhile. This pressure, while stressful, has positively influenced my 
motivation to be a high-achieving student and, ultimately, to pursue a higher education. Although 
I began doing the work to unlearn this pressure in my first year of college, my family continues 
to influence me. My upbringing as a second-generation immigrant led to my decision to major in 
Human Development and Family Studies and to pursue a career working in human services. The 
realization of how heavily my family and community has impacted my major life decisions 
fueled my motivation to speak with students with shared experiences. 
Study Participants and Recruitment Procedures 
This study included four self-identifying SEAA students. Participant one, Linh, is a 
sophomore Sociology major and identifies as ethnically Chinese-Vietnamese and culturally 
Cambodian-Vietnamese. Her father is ethnically Chinese, but grew up in Cambodia and lived 
through the genocide with his family. Participant two, Davi, is a sophomore Health Policy and 
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Management major and identifies as ethnically Chinese-Cambodian and culturally Cambodian. 
Participant three, Hanh, is a senior Human Development and Family Studies major who 
identifies as ethnically Chinese-Vietnamese and culturally Vietnamese. One of her parents is 
half-Chinese. Finally, participant four, Christian, is a senior Sociology major and identifies as 
Hmong. In order to recruit participants for the study from a wide audience, the researcher 
emailed the following cultural student organizations: Asian American Students Association 
(AASA), Vietnamese Students Association (VSA), the Southeast Asian Students Association 
(SEASA), and the Hmong Students Association (HSA) at the University. All four of these 
organizations are Asian-American student-led from the same predominately White institution. 
The organizations were sent a recruitment email, which was then delivered to all of the members 
of each organization, with the exception of AASA, whose executive board did not respond. A 
total of six participants expressed interest. Of the six, four were chosen firstly based on 
availability and secondly based on ethnicity, year in college, and academic major. The 
researcher’s goal was to have as much diversity of those three traits as possible, especially 
considering the small sample size, to capture a diversity of experiences. 
The four participants are students from a public research university in the United States 
south that is widely regarded as a Public Ivy, or a public institution which offers an academic 
experience comparable to an Ivy League university. As of the fall of 2019, there were 19,154 
undergraduate students enrolled. Of these students, 58.8 percent self-identified as White, 11.5 
percent as Asian, and 4.9 percent as two or more races. There are more Asian students relative to 
other racial minorities, of which there are 8.1 percent Black or African-American, 8.6% 
Hispanic, 0.4 percent American Indian or Alaska Native, and 0.1 percent Pacific Islander. The 
Southeast Asian-American Student Project         19 
university offers 84 academic majors. Of those 84, Biology (1,370 students as of fall 2019), 
Psychology (1,087 students), Media and Journalism (787 students), Business Administration 
(704 students), and Exercise and Sport Science (783 students) are the five most commonly 
declared majors (as of Fall 2019) (oira.unc.edu). 
Data Collection Procedure 
After the students were recruited, the focus group met once on campus. The focus group 
lasted two hours. The focus group method was used so that participants could interact with each 
other by “asking questions, exchanging anecdotes, and commenting on each others’ experiences 
and points of view” all of which would ultimately strengthen the overall discussion (Acocella, 
2011, p. 1129). A focus group can be an ideal option to strike a balance between homogeneity 
and heterogeneity in relation to the participants’ SEAA identity. Homogeneity refers to how the 
participants’ shared SEAA identity will “prevent inhibition (by developing, for instance, equal 
relations among the members of the group, or relations that are at least perceived as equal)” 
(Acocella, 2011, p. 1127). Heterogeneity refers to how the participants’ differences in 
characteristics like year in college, academic major, parental relationship, and gender will 
“promote a certain level of dynamism in the discussion” (Acocella, 2011, p. 1127). 
Once all consent forms were signed, the researcher posed seven questions to the overall 
group: 1.) ​What factors influenced your decision to go to college?; 2.) ​Why did you enroll at 
your university?; 3.) Tell me about your experience at your university.; 4.) What is it like being a 
Southeast Asian-American student on campus?; 5.) What support did you lean on in high school 
to be successful?; 6.) What support do you lean on in college to be successful?; 7.) What role has 
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your family played in your career planning? ​Participants were also allowed to opt out of 
answering.  
Data Coding Procedure 
The focus group interviews were neither audio or video recorded. The researcher 
manually recorded responses to the questions during the interview, and used in-vivo coding, or in 
other words, using the actual words of the participants (Saldaña, 2016), to analyze the written 
responses. These codes were then grouped into common themes. See Appendix A for coding and 
theme list. 
Institutional Review Board Approval 
This study was approved by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) on January 28, 2020. The IRB number is 19-3067. All protocol related to 
the IRB were followed. 
Results 
What factors influenced your decision to go to college? ​The participants’ two primary 
motivations for pursuing post-secondary education were societal pressure and their experiences 
as first-generation students. Like many high school seniors, they felt that continuing their 
education was the only societally validating option and “something you’re supposed to do.” 
College was the norm; something that they had been groomed for as early as elementary school 
by their parents, teachers, and peers. None of the participants questioned or challenged this 
expectation in high school. Hanh expressed that her parents ingrained the value of education in 
her, which led her to “self-ingrain” this messaging throughout her adolescence When she 
realized the negative influence self-ingraining had on her mental health, she actively tried to 
Southeast Asian-American Student Project         21 
“tone it down” in high school. As first-generation students, too, college felt like the best, and 
only, option for social mobility. They witnessed firsthand the professional limitations of not 
having a degree through their parents, who are all immigrants. Their parents have generally 
worked the same blue-collar jobs for years, even decades.  
Why did you enroll at your university? ​The participants expressed similar needs for a 
university that offered affordability and strong educational opportunities. They all self-identify as 
low-income students who rely on financial aid and scholarships to finance their post-secondary 
education. As in-state students, their university offered them strong financial aid packages that 
enabled them to stay afloat without relying too heavily, if at all, on their parents. Though three of 
them considered out-of-state options, they knew that the tuition would have been too much of a 
financial burden for them and their families. Regarding educational opportunities, two of the 
participants spoke specifically about the university’s program offerings; Davi sought out a strong 
health program, while Linh wanted strong social sciences programs. Davi felt that her university 
was the “best choice for her,” given its variety of academic majors and affordability. Hanh was 
convinced by a childhood friend to transfer to the university because of the academic and social 
environment. The university was ultimately the only institution to which she applied to transfer. 
Finally, the participants all agreed that the university has a generally positive reputation and is 
known for its academic rigor. Christian expressed his desire for a university that is academically 
challenging and fulfilling. The participants were generally high-achieving high school students 
who took Honors and/or Advanced Placement courses. Davi attended a residential high school 
with an intensive study of science, mathematics, and technology.  
Southeast Asian-American Student Project         22 
Tell me about your experience at your university. ​The participants discussed their 
challenges, which took up most of the discussion, and triumphs since starting college. All of 
them have experienced mental health issues at some point. ​Linh​ was admitted to the emergency 
room due to what she described as a “mental breakdown.” She has since been in regular contact 
with a counselor and has made strong relationships through a Campus Ministry. Without this 
support network, she “probably would have dropped out.” Davi struggled to strive for 
high-achievement, as she did in high school, yet lacked time management skills. She found 
herself attending tutorials for hours, leaving little time for socializing. Christian expressed that 
while the university is more diverse than his high school, he has occasionally felt like racial and 
ethnic “outsider”. He did not feel that he “fit in” with his ethnic Hmong community, the 
Asian-American community, or the general student body of color. However, his feelings of being 
an outsider have been alleviated due to the diverse connections he has made as a Residential 
Advisor. In contrast, Hanh has made friends exclusively within the Asian-American cultural 
student organizations. As an extrovert, she recognizes that some of her friendships are shallow, 
but ultimately she will “take what she can get.” 
What is it like being a SEAA student on campus? ​Two themes were raised: race and 
ethnic struggles, and seeking cultural validation. Christian specifically named the model minority 
myth as a source of his identity struggle. He spoke to his frustration with the model minority 
standard and how he often felt like a “minority within a minority,” the former minority being his 
ethnic community and the latter minority, the overall Asian-American population. He, like the 
other participants, felt distinct from other Asian-American ethnic groups in his identity and 
experiences. ​Linh ​spoke to her frustration with the university’s failure to offer opportunities for 
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students to explore their racial and ethnic identities. Given her complex multicultural identity, as 
she was raised in a multiethnic and multicultural household, finding a space on campus which 
celebrates such identity is difficult. In her words, “each experience of cultural identity is so 
unique that it’s hard to put it into a box.” The other two participants have achieved cultural 
validation through campus groups. Hanh has made friends with shared experiences through the 
Mixed AAPI Students Heritage Club and the Southeast Asian Students Association. She has also 
learned about her culture and other cultures through these groups. Finally, Davi has always been 
“proud of [her] identity, but [has] never had ways to express it openly or socially” until very 
recently. ​She has been learning and practicing a traditional Khmer dance with other Khmer and 
SEAA students. The troupe performed at the university’s largest pan-Asian cultural performance 
showcase of the school year, a student-led event hosted annually by the Asian-American 
Students Association (AASA).  
What support did you lean on in high school to be successful? ​Two themes arose from 
this question: self-motivation and external academic support. The participants expressed that 
their parents did provide academic support primarily due to cultural and language barriers. 
“Education was something that I did on my own,” Christian stated. His parents have primarily 
been hands-off throughout his education, as have the other participants’ parents. ​Linh​ calls her 
relationship with her parents “distant, but necessary.” The participants developed a sense of 
self-motivation for academic achievement at an early age. This internal drive was formed by the 
positive influence of their parents and peers. However, the participants expressed the detriment 
of this drive is having their independence forced upon them at an earlier age than some of their 
peers. They had to “bear adult responsibilities,” helping their parents translate documents and 
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interpret at the grocery store. They shared frustration in having to navigate important matters like 
FAFSA alone. Finally, in high school, the participants leaned on the academic and emotional 
support of their friends and peers. While Christian received support from their siblings, ​Linh​ and 
Davi provided support to their siblings. ​Linh​ expressed the importance of having a college coach 
who she met through a non-profit program that contacted her after taking the ACT. She is “still 
in touch with them today”.   
What support do you lean on in college to be successful? ​The answers were similar to the 
previous question. Linh and Davi expressed a value in their parents’ emotional support, but the 
consensus was that their parents are their “background support,” while their on-campus support 
is their “active support.” Friends and peers play a huge role in their academic, emotional, and 
social support, as do cultural student organizations for one student, Campus Ministry for one 
student, and a queer-accepting community for Christian. 
What role has your family played in your career planning? ​Two themes arose from this 
question: the participants generally strayed from parental career suggestions, but three 
participants expressed that their career decisions have subconsciously been influenced by their 
parents. While their parents would suggest what they perceived as lucrative career options (e.g. 
STEM, law, and business), the participants felt that they had autonomy in their academic major 
and career decisions. Three participants chose altruistic academic majors and careers based on 
their parents’ experiences as immigrants and the compassion their parents shared with others. 
Hanh is inspired by her mother’s compassion and, as such, plans to become a teacher. Similarly, 
Linh is inspired by her father, who lived through the Cambodian Genocide and uses his “big 
heart for people” to give back to the community. She also her goals to research SEAA 
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experiences and to be a “source of Asian-American representation in the sociology field”, where 
she plans to pursue a career.  
Discussion 
The purpose of this research is to explore the underrepresented experiences of Southeast 
Asian-American undergraduate students in a southern PWI, to challenge assumptions of 
Asian-Americans in academia, with the purpose of using this data to help enable the 
development of effective and inclusive advocacy strategies for racial and ethnic minority 
students. Much of what the participants shared regarding their academic experiences is similar to 
what other SEAA students have shared in prior research conducted in other four-year institutions 
across the country (Bahrassa, et al., 2011; Gloria & Ho, 2003; Maramba & Palmer, 2014; 2015; 
Museus, et al., 2003; Oseguera, et al., 2010; Truong & Miller, 2017). This research represents 
actionable implications that educators and higher education administration professionals can 
utilize, specifically in their diversity and inclusion work, to increase the matriculation, retention, 
and academic satisfaction of SEAA students. 
For SEAA students, having their financial needs met is critical for their college 
matriculation, retention, and academic satisfaction. The participants in this study all expressed 
having financial concerns throughout college. Given the high rates of poverty among the SEAA 
population relative to the rates among the United States overall, SEAAs tend to grow up in 
low-income households (SEARAC, 2011). As such, the interviewed students were primarily 
financially motivated to pursue a college degree. Breaking the generational cycle of poverty is on 
these students’ radars before they even declare an academic major. Having grown up in 
low-income households, they hope to achieve social mobility through education. They know that 
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their employment opportunities will be limited otherwise, as they have observed it in their own 
families and communities. These students chose to enroll in their university because of their 
generous financial aid packages, turning down other schools because of affordability. All 
colleges and universities should offer financial assistance for students, lest they create an 
enrollment barrier for low-income applicants and incoming students.  
Also important is providing clear information on how to apply for and receive financial 
aid and scholarships for students who are navigating the experience without any assistance from 
their parents. Parents tend to have limited English language proficiency. A study conducted by 
Gloria and Ho (2003) on a sample of Asian-American students found that 55.6 percent of 
Vietnamese students finance their education through financial aid or loans (Gloria & Ho, 2003). 
This research also demonstrates the need for high schools to effectively cultivate a college and 
career culture for all students without making assumptions about a student's ability to afford 
college or of the knowledge they have about college. Indeed, in a study of where students seek 
information about post-secondary education, it was found that low-income students and students 
of color often turn to school stakeholders for this information (Griffin, Hutchins, & Meece, 
2012). 
In addition to having financial needs, SEAA students undergo challenges as 
first-generation college students. A small percentage of SEAAs over the age of 25 have 
Bachelor’s degrees relative to the United States overall, which is 28.2 percent (SEARAC, 2011). 
Given that many SEAA students are among the first in their families to attend college, few of 
them receive academic support from their parents. They are more likely to receive academic 
support from their siblings, cousins, and other family members with post-secondary experience. 
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However, not every student has access to even one family or community member with such 
experience (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). The research participants expressed that the challenges 
they have experienced in college may have been more manageable if they had both the academic 
and emotional support of their parents. Three of the four participants referred to their parents as 
“background support,” wherein they played a passive hands-off role in their education and 
overall lives. The participants have experienced academic challenges, as well as social and 
emotional challenges. One student named imposter’s syndrome as one of the challenges that 
have hindered her academically and emotionally. Imposter syndrome is common among 
first-generation students, especially racial and ethnic minority students (Peteet, Montgomery, & 
Weekes, 2015). While the study participants were unable to turn to their parents for academic 
support, it is important not to blame parents for their inability to provide such support. Rather, it 
is imperative that school stakeholders are aware of this disparity and effectively work to provide 
information about post-secondary education not only to students, but also to the parents and 
families of these students. 
Finally, colleges and universities can advocate for the needs of their SEAA students as 
students of color by supporting multicultural student organizations, multicultural student centers, 
and ethnic studies departments, as well as by hiring faculty of color. Participants Hanh and Davi 
use student organizations to connect with other students of similar cultural backgrounds and to 
learn about their culture. As a junior transfer student, Hanh expressed her gratitude for student 
organizations for providing her social and emotional support, as well as cultural validation. 
Similarly, after joining a student organization, Davi learned about her culture and was to express 
her cultural appreciation openly for the first time through a traditional Khmer dance. It is 
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important to note that the only Asian-American serving institutions and initiatives on their 
campus are student-led. None of the students reported involvement in an ethnic studies 
department and only one student reported a brief involvement with the Office of Diversity and 
Inclusion. Christian participated in a two-day summer program for incoming students of 
underrepresented populations hosted by said office shortly before the start of the fall semester. 
He expressed that the experience was isolating and that he felt like an “outsider” because the 
content seemed to be structured for Black/African-American and Hispanic/Latinx students. In 
addition to the Office of Diversity and Inclusion, their university has student centers dedicated to 
serving Black/African-American, Hispanic/Latinx, and Native American students respectively. 
However, the university lacks an Asian-American studies department, as well as an 
Asian-American student center. Furthermore, of the 3,660 faculty and 8,482 staff reported in fall 
2018, there are 366 Asian faculty, 1,300 White faculty, 639 Asian staff, and 5,571 White staff 
(oira.unc.edu). SEAA students have reported the positive impact of physical and epistemological 
connections on their persistence, success, and sense of belonging (Maramba & Palmer, 2014; 
Museus, Shiroma & Dizon, 2016). Students connected with peers and faculty of similar 
backgrounds primarily through student centers and ethnic studies departments (Museus, Shiroma 
& Dizon, 2016). Yet, the students in this study have limited access to such resources on their 
campus. A lack of student support and resources catered to their demographic is a widespread 
educational challenge for SEAA students (Nguyen, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2014). Colleges and 
universities must recognize the ethnic diversity of their student body of color in order to 
effectively advocate for their students’ needs. University-funded institutions and initiatives, like 
Southeast Asian-American Student Project         29 
the creation of an Asian-American student center, are necessary in ensuring the success of all of 
their students.  
Limitations and Future Research 
This is a qualitative study and, as such, the information cannot be generalized to represent 
all students of Southeast Asian descent. However, as larger quantitative studies often lump all 
Asian ethnic subgroups into one category, this research allows the voices of marginalized 
students to be heard. Nonetheless, this research would have been stronger with a larger sample. 
Four SEAA undergraduate students may not sufficiently encompass the SEAA college 
experience, though the research may still provide a snapshot of their experience at their 
university. The recruitment process for this study may have also skewed the outcome. The 
researcher primarily recruited participants through cultural student organizations via their 
newsletters. The participants learned about this study through said newsletters. Students involved 
in these organizations typically already have a salient and substantial awareness of their racial 
and ethnic identities. They are likely seeking social support and/or cultural validation through the 
organization or some other external means. Additionally, the initial goal to recruit one participant 
per school year (i.e. first-year, sophomore, junior, and senior) was not met. There were no 
first-year students who expressed interest in participating in the study and the one junior student 
who expressed interest was not available to meet for a two-hour interview. Finally, another 
limitation is that the data was not audio or video recorded and that the researcher may not have 
been able to capture the exact phrasing of the participants’ experiences with just note-taking. 
Future research needs to be more rigorous in that larger samples of SEAA students are 
needed. Additionally, individual interviews should be conducted to allow participants to further 
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explore and explain expressed sentiments. Observational data could also validate students’ 
experiences on PWIs. Further, all data should be audio or video recorded in order to report the 
data more easily and authentically. 
Summary 
The participants shared similar experiences throughout their undergraduate careers as 
SEAA students at a Southern PWI. They cannot lean on their parents for academic support and 
have had to adapt as early as elementary school. As such, they are self-motivated to graduate 
from a prestigious four-year institution and to pursue the careers of their choice, not their 
parents’ choice. Upon enrolling in their university, their primary concerns were affordability and 
strong academic programs. To this day, they rely on financial aid and scholarships to stay afloat, 
as their parents are not equipped to financially support them. Since their first year of college, 
they have reached out to friends, cultural student organizations, and a Campus Ministry for 
academic, social, and emotional support, as well as for cultural validation. The participants have 
all struggled at some point with feelings of un-belonging and isolation on campus due to their 
backgrounds as racial and ethnic minority, first-generation, and low-income students.  
School stakeholders and higher education administration professionals should actively 
work to meet the needs of all their students in order to increase the matriculation, retention, and 
academic satisfaction of their diverse student body. Many students arrive at college seeking 
support systems to make up for the one they lack in their household. It is the college’s 
responsibility to provide access to support systems that are inclusive of SEAA students, who are 
often homogenized as Asian-American and, therefore, perceived as self-sufficient students who 
do not need support. The model minority myth associated with the Asian-American population is 
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historically damaging to the population as a whole, but especially harmful to ethnic minority 
subgroups like SEAAs, who are poorer and less educated in comparison due to their history of 
displacement and forced migration (SEARAC, 2011; Uy, 2015).   
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APPENDIX A 
Themes and Codes 
Post-secondary Motivation 
● Theme: Societal pressure 
○ Societal validation 
○ “Something you’re supposed to do” 
○ Instilled by parents, friends, and peers 
● Theme: First-generation and low-income 
○ Social mobility  
○ Limited career options without a degree, as observed in parents 
Why UNC 
● Theme: Financial needs 
○ Low-income students 
○ Need for financial aid/scholarships 
○ Avoid the financial burden of out-of-state tuition 
● Theme: Educational opportunities 
○ Transfer credits 
○ Strong programs (health and social sciences) 
○ Positive reputation 
○ Academic rigor  
Undergraduate Experiences 
● Theme: Challenges 
○ Mental health issues 
○ Stress 
○ Academic rigor 
○ Time management 
○ Imposter’s syndrome 
○ Racial and ethnic outsider 
SEAA Identity in College 
● Theme: Cultural validation 
○ Diverse friend group 
○ Cultural student organizations 
○ Friends with similar ethnic backgrounds 
● Theme: Identity struggles 
○ “Minority within a minority” 
○ Frustration with model minority standard 
○ Identity and experiences feel distinct from East and South Asians 
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○ University lacks opportunities to explore identity 
○ Complex multicultural identity 
High School Support 
● Theme: Lack of parental support 
○ Parents instilled the value of education 
○ Did not rely on parents for school 
○ Cultural and language barriers 
○ First-generation students 
● Theme: Self-motivated 
○ Internally driven to succeed 
○ Forced independence 
● Theme: External academic support 
○ Support from friends and peers 
○ Received support from a sibling 
○ Gave support to sibling 
○ Received support from a college coach program 
College Support 
● Theme: Lack of parental academic support 
○ Parents serve as emotional support, but not academic 
○ Parents serve as background support 
● Theme: On-campus support 
○ Cultural student organizations 
○ Campus Ministry 
○ Friends and peers 
○ Queer-accepting campus 
Parents’ Influence on Academic and Career Decisions 
● Theme: Strayed from parental suggestions 
○ Parents would suggest lucrative career options 
○ STEM, law, business 
○ Autonomy in decision-making 
● Theme: Subconsciously influenced by parents 
○ Parental compassion led to altruistic careers 
○ Social sciences careers 
○ Interest in research on Southeast Asian experiences 
○ Desire to represent the Asian-American community 
 
